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Making the most of our F L O R A L R E S O U R C E S
By Julie Pegrum, Research Officer, Floriculture

D Picking banksias grown under cultivation north of Perth.

In the past decade, floriculture has attracted wide
interest across Australia as a new and innovative
export industry. Our temperate climate and
southern hemisphere location gives Australia the
opportunity to become a supplier of cut flowers and
foliage and potted plants to world markets.
Sales of single-stemmed flowers such as roses,
carnations and chrysanthemums dominate international trade. However, there is a demand for flowers
which are uniquely Australian, particularly those
which flower when production in the northern
hemisphere winter is limited.
Although not considered of major importance
in this country, international trade in floricultural products is a multi-billion dollar industry.
The Netherlands is the major participant,
importing and exporting flowers and plants all
over the world.
In 1986, the Flower Council of Holland valued
world trade in cut flowers and potted plants at
US$2.5 thousand million and predicted that
trade would exceed US$3 thousand million in
1988 (PVS Jaarverslag 1985). The United States
alone imported US$298 million worth of cut
flowers in 1985 ($A397 million at that time)
and flowers valued at some 5312 million Yen
($A42 million at that time) were imported into
Japan during the same period (Minnis 1986,
Stynes 1986).
D Banksia coccinea
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Australia, with even a small penetration into
these markets, could earn significant export income. Our present market share is less than 0.5
per cent of world trade, although flower and
fohage exports have increased dramatically
since 1980-81 (Table 1).
The native flora of Australia, and in particular
Western Australia, is diverse and unusual in
comparison to traditional cut flowers. More
than 6,000 plant species have been recorded
from sandplain and jarrah forest areas north
and south of Perth and another 1,000 species
are still undescribed. A large proportion of
these species have attractive flowers or foliage
sought after in Europe, Japan and the U.S.A.
for use in fresh or dried arrangements.
Bush-picking
Western Australia's native flower industry began in the mid 1970s, with the export of
flowers and fohage harvested from the bush.
Banksias, Stirlingia, dryandras, verticordias,
Chamelaucium (wax), boronia, kangaroo paws
and numerous foliage lines such as emu bush
and smokebush were exported.
Table 1. Exports of flowers and foliage from Australia
Australia
$A('000)

D Geraldton wax, with its
pink, purple or white
hues, is a popular, longlasting cut flower.

1980-81
1981-82
1982-83
1983-84
1984-85
1985-86
1986-87
1987-88

2,909
2,837
2,562
3,503
3,459
4,486
7,356
10,634

Western Australia
$AC000)
1,282
1,523
1,054
2,216
1,796
2,752
4,108
5,971

Several species are still harvested from the
bush. For some, cultivation will never be
economically viable, while others require
research and development before they can be
propagated in commercial quantities. The latter
group includes Stirlingia latifolia, Lachnostachys (sago bush) and a range of reeds,
rushes and sedges.
The Department of Conservation and Land
Management has legislative control over the
bush-picking of native flora. Pickers are restricted to vacant Crown land and other areas
of Crown land where the land manager has
permitted picking. Licences are issued on
condition that rare flora and certain restricted
species will not be harvested. Management of
areas of native flora must take into account the
sometimes conflicting demands of wildflower
pickers, the timber industry and those concerned with conservation and recreation.
Commercial cultivation
Commercial plantings of native flowers began
in the early 1980s, in response to increasing
demand for species not widely distributed in
the bush. Of necessity, much of the plant
material was propagated by seed and cultivation requirements had to be determined by trial
and error. Even though the plants exhibited
variation in growth habit, flower colour and
overall productivity, the blooms were of
superior quality to those harvested from the
bush. Insect and animal damage could be
minimized and the use of trickle irrigation
increased production.
As techniques for propagation by cuttings and
tissue culture have improved, new species have
been cultivated as row crops and over 50 are
now grown commercially (Table 2). More than
800 ha of native species are under cultivation
on properties between Esperance and Geraldton, with most plantings yet to reach full
production. In addition, some farmers are
finding it more lucrative to leave areas of
bushland uncleared, than to develop them for
cropping or pasture. Natural stands of Agonis
(ti tree), banksia and boronia can become semicultivated if fertilizers are applied and steps
taken to control weeds and insects.
The area of farms planted to native species
varies greatly from less than five hectares to
one property of more than 400 ha. Most are
situated on sandy, well-drained soils with
access to good quality groundwater. The
people involved may be hobby farmers,
business people or traditional wheat and sheep
farmers seeking to supplement their income.
Several species and cultivars are usually grown
on one property. This spreads both the flowering season, the workload and the financial risk.
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D Picking cultivated
kangaroo paws.

Selling the flowers
More than a dozen exporters and wholesalers,
who may specialize in fresh or dried flowers,
market native flowers from Western Australia.
Exporters and wholesalers usually buy fresh
flowers directly from growers and air-freight
to destinations such as California, The Netherlands, Japan and Switzerland. Large quantities
of Geraldton wax, banksias, kangaroo paws,
verticordias and fresh foliages are exported.
An efficient and streamlined handling system
is essential for fresh flowers if they are to arrive
at the market place in premium condition. The
customer in Tokyo or San Francisco expects to
receive a flower that looks freshly-picked and
has a long vase-life. To achieve this, flowers
and foliage must be treated with care at every
point in the distribution chain, from the
grower, through to the exporter, importer and
wholesaler and, lastly, the consumer.
The more established dried flower industry
sells flower and foliage lines, often as mixed
bunches, to the Federal Republic of Germany,
Italy, Switzerland and many smaller markets.
Large quantities of bush-picked foliage and
cultivated banksias, kangaroo paws and
verticordias are dried for export.

Table 2. Major Western Australian species in
cultivation
Botanical name

Common name

Agonis
Anigozanthos - various
species, hybrids and selections
Baeckea

Ti tree
Kangaroo paws

Banksia - various species
Boronia
Chamelaucium - various
species, hybrids and cultivars
Daviesia cordata
Dryandra
Eucalyptus
Hypocalymma
Macropidia fuliginosa
Podocarpus drouyniana
Regelia velutina
Scholtzia
Thryptomene
Verticordia - various species
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Myrtle,
Baeckea
Banksia
Boronia
Waxes
Bookleaf
Dryandra
Eucalyptus
Myrtle,
Hypocalymma
Black and green
kangaroo paw
Emu bush
Barren's
Regelia
Myrtle,
Scholtzia
Myrtle,
Thryptomene
Morrison,
feather flower
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'Proteas" ... a close relation
South Africa, like Western Australia, has a unique and highly attractive flora. Many species
belong to the Proteaceae family and are closely related to Australian banksias, dryandras and
grevilleas. South African genera, such as Protea, Leucadendron and Leucospermum, are
collectively referred to as "proteas" and are cultivated in various parts of the world.
Some 200 to 300 ha of "proteas" have been planted in Western Australia, particularly in the
Busselton and Perth areas. Protea and Leucospermum are picked for their spectacular flowers,
whilst Leucadendron stems are sold as colourful backing foliage.

Traditional cut flowers
Not all flower enterprises in Western Australia produce native flowers or "proteas". A range of
traditional cut flowers including roses, carnations, chrysanthemums, gypsophila, gladioli and
gerberas is grown for domestic sales. The trend is towards year-round production of high quality
cut flowers in greenhouses.
Whilst some export opportunities do exist, there appears to be more potential for growth and
profit on the local and Eastern States markets. Priorities at this stage are to expand the range of
species and varieties grown and to increase public spending on fresh cut flowers. Australians
currently spend about $A15 per head per year on flowers, compared to $A41 in Germany and
$48 in The Netherlands.
Much of the dried material is processed in
some way, such as a sulphur treatment to "fix"
the colour of banksias, and the use of glycerine
to preserve green foliages.
Some exporters have developed techniques for
bleaching and preserving the fresh material, to
obtain a finished product that is soft and
supple and can be dyed according to the
customer's requirements. Colour preferences
vary with the season and the market, ranging
from the delicate pastel shades preferred in the
U.S.A., to more natural hues in Europe and
vivid reds and purples in South-East Asia.
Facing the challenge
Some Australian native flowers are successfully cultivated in other parts of the world.
Israel, for instance, exports large quantities of
Geraldton wax to Europe between December
and March each year. This complements the
harvesting period in Australia, which extends
from June to November. Although New
Zealand does grow some Australian species,
major southern hemisphere competitors in the
future are likely to be South America and
southern Africa. Our real competitors, however, are the producers of well known flowers
like roses and carnations. Countries such as
Columbia and Spain can supply these flowers
to the United States and Europe very cheaply,
because labour and freight are less expensive.

The challenge currently facing the native
flower industry in Western Australia and other
States is to develop an international reputation
for premium quality exports. Achieving this
aim starts with the grower, who must be able to
demand a higher price for a top quality product. Only now is the industry maturing to the
point where the importance of quality is
recognized and grading standards are being
used.
As other Australian States move into the production of Western Australian species, there
must also be a commitment towards communication between States. If that is achieved, new
markets can be developed on a national basis
and floriculture can be an exciting and lucrative industry for the whole of Australia.
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